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House of Burgess: The Donald's 
First Amendment 

Presidential hopeful wants to ‘open up' libel 
laws 


By Rob Burgess 
Tribune columnist 


Of all the political documents one could cite, it never ceases to amaze me 
just how mangled interpretations of the First Amendment can become. 
People twist and abuse these words for their own purposes so often you’d 
think, if you’d never read it before, the text is somehow ambiguous as to its 


purpose. 


But, if you simply read these 45 words, it’s easy to see how clear Bill of 
Rights author James Madison and the rest of the Founding Fathers were in 
this case. (As opposed to, say, the Second Amendment, which even 
supporters have to pore over in a Talmudic fashion to extract the 
interpretation that suits their argument.) I’ve printed the text of the First 


Amendment in my column before, but it’s never a waste to do so again: 


“Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion, or 
prohibiting the free exercise thereof; or abridging the freedom of speech, or 
of the press; or the right of the people peaceably to assemble, and to 


petition the Government for a redress of grievances.” 


Let’s start with the first five words: “Congress shall make no law.” That 
right there should be all one needs to know as far as to whom this is 
directed: the government. If some bureaucrat tries to block your speech 
with the force of law, then it is clearly a violation and you are free to cite 
the First Amendment all day long. That is a perfectly legitimate reading of 


this text. 


What people misunderstand, and misunderstand so often as to necessitate 
this type of response, is when someone else in society reacts to your 
“freedom of speech.” People then run to the First Amendment, crying 
before they are hurt, acting as if the “freedom of speech” clause and the 
“the right of the people peaceably to assemble” clause aren’t contained in 


the same sentence. 


You have a right to your speech. And I have a right to tell you what I think 
of your speech. This is the beauty of it. Freedom of speech does not contain 


a freedom from response. Nor should it. 


Now, if I’m on your property when I respond, you’re also free to then tell me 
to leave. But don’t go cowering under the First Amendment for cover from 


any criticism. You'll find no shelter there. 


Maybe it shouldn’t come as a shock, but Donald Trump is one of these 
people abusing the idea of the First Amendment. On Friday, he postponed a 
rally in Chicago, claiming law enforcement asked him to do so for safety 


reasons. 


“But Chicago police said they had sufficient manpower on scene to handle 
the situation and did not recommend Trump cancel the rally,” reported The 
Associated Press on Friday. “That decision was made ‘independently’ by the 


Campaign, said police spokesman Anthony Guglielmi.” 


Then, later on Friday night, Trump whined to MSNBC’s Chris Matthews on 


“Hardball” about his First Amendment rights being trampled upon. 


“What ever happened to freedom of speech?” he groaned. 


The same thing that happened to freedom of assembly, Mr. Trump, nothing. 


They’re both still sitting there. 


It probably also shouldn’t come as a shock that the notoriously litigious 
Trump said at a Feb. 26 rally he wanted to “open up” libel laws to make it 
easier to sue newspapers that write unflattering things about him. (A real 


lover of free speech there, eh?) 


In Trump’s imagination, freedom of speech would consist of him spewing 
whatever unhinged nonsense passes unfiltered from his brain to his mouth, 
and you then having to sit there and quietly take it or be ruined financially. 


Good thing there’s absolutely no basis in fact for this idea. 


Rob Burgess, Tribune night editor, may be reached by calling 765-454-8577, 


via email at rob.burgess@kokomotribune.com or on Twitter at 


twitter.com/robaburg. 


